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Introduction 

In May 2021, the Colonial Pipeline experienced a major ransomware attack that caused 

fuel shortages across much of the eastern United States. The attack was carried out by a 

cybercriminal group called DarkSide and forced the company to temporarily shut down 

operations. As news spread, many people rushed to gas stations and panic buying quickly 

became a widespread issue. This incident showed that cybersecurity is not just about protecting 

computers and networks. It also involves human behavior, emotions, communication, and the 

way society reacts during a crisis. 

Analysis 

The attack happened after hackers gained access through a compromised password 

connected to a virtual private network (VPN) account. Although technology played a role in the 

breach, human behavior was also a major factor. From a psychological perspective, 

cybercriminals often rely on people making simple mistakes, such as using weak passwords or 

reusing passwords across multiple accounts. Many employees may not realize how easily 

attackers can take advantage of these habits. 

Sociology also helps explain the impact of the attack on society. Once people heard about 

possible fuel shortages, many became anxious and started buying more gas than they actually 

needed. Social media and news coverage increased public fear, which made the situation worse. 

Even areas that were not directly affected experienced panic buying. This shows how quickly 

fear and misinformation can spread during cybersecurity incidents. 

Anthropology can also help explain why cybersecurity problems continue to happen in 

organizations. In some workplaces, convenience is valued more than security. Employees may 

take shortcuts or ignore security practices because they are focused on getting work done 

quickly. Over time, this type of workplace culture can increase cybersecurity risks without 

people even realizing it. 

Proposed Solutions 

To better protect organizations from attacks like this, companies need both technical 

protection and human-focused strategies. Technical solutions should include stronger password 

requirements, multi-factor authentication, limited system access, and regular security monitoring. 

However, technology alone cannot fully prevent cyberattacks. 



Organizations should also invest in cybersecurity awareness training that teaches 

employees how attackers manipulate people through urgency, fear, and trust. Employees are 

often the first line of defense, so helping them recognize suspicious activity is extremely 

important. Companies should also create a workplace culture where cybersecurity is treated as 

everyone’s responsibility rather than just the IT department’s job. 

One challenge is that some employees may see security measures as inconvenient or 

unnecessary. To overcome this, organizations should clearly explain why these protections matter 

and provide training that is practical and easy to understand. 

Reflection 

This case study shows why cybersecurity and social sciences work closely together. 

Cyberattacks are not only technical problems because they also affect people, businesses, and 

society. Understanding human behavior can help organizations reduce mistakes, improve 

awareness, and respond more effectively during a crisis. 

Looking at cybersecurity through different social science perspectives provides a better 

understanding of why attacks happen and how they impact society. Combining technical 

knowledge with an understanding of human behavior creates stronger and more effective 

cybersecurity practices. 

Conclusion 

The Colonial Pipeline ransomware attack demonstrated how closely technology and 

human behavior are connected. The incident affected not only computer systems but also public 

emotions, workplace decisions, and society overall. By combining cybersecurity strategies with 

insights from psychology, sociology, and anthropology, organizations can build stronger defenses 

and better prepare for future cyber threats. 
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